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Summary; 

This  experiment  tests  the  hypotheses  that  we  evaluate  those  who  display  consistent 
consumption  stereotypes  more  favorable  than  those  who  do  not  and  that  we  like  those  whose 
consumption  patterns  are  most  like  our  own.   The  second  (similarity)  hypothesis  is  supporte< 
but  the  primary  (consistency)  hypothesis  is  only  supported  where  the  consistent  consumption 
pattern  is  also  similar  to  our  own  preferred  consumption  patterns.   Two  explanations  of 
the  failure  of  the  consistency  hypothesis  are  offered  and  an  experiment  now  underway  to 
test  these  explanations  is  briefly  described. 
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EFFECTS  OF  CONSISTENCY  OF  VISABLE  CONSUMPTION  PATTERNS 
ON  IMPRESSION  FORMATION 


There  are  at  least  two  reasons  why  understanding  the  phenomenon  of 
impression  formation  based  on  visable  consumption  information  is  important 
to  the  study  of  consumer  behavior.  One  reason  is  that  the  way  we  perceive 
other  consumers  has  an  impact  on  our  own  consumption  choices.  More  specifically, 
when  we  see  known  others  using  unknown  products  or  brands ,  the  natural  tendency 
is  to  generalize  from  the  traits  we  know  the  product  user  possesses  to  the 
traits  we  then  presume  that  the  product  possesses.   Such  inferences  in  turn 
may  affect  our  responses  toward  these  products.  Moreover,  an  inference  in 
the  opposite  direction  is  equally  plausible.   When  we  see  unknown  others  using 
known  products  or  brands ,  the  generalization  goes  from  product  traits  to  per- 
son traits.   This  sort  of  inference  may  affect  our  responses  toward  these 
people .  Both  types  of  inferences  are  on-going  manifestations  of  the  consumer's 
general  expectations  that  others'  consumption  selections  are  expressive 
behaviors  which  may  be  interpreted  in  light  of  a  shared  system  of  product 
and  service  symbols.   In  order  to  fully  understand  one  half  of  this  mutual 
inference  system  we  must  also  understand  the  other. 

A  second,  reason  for  studying  impression  formation  based  on  visable  con- 
sumption, is  to. determine  the  extent  to  which  certain  products  and  services 
actually  do  act  as  shared  symbols.  Blumberg  (1974)  and  Felson  (1974,  1978) 
have  provided  arguments  and  suggestive  evidence  that ,  at  least  for  inferences 
of  social  status,  some  products  and  services  may  no  longer  serve  as  the  strong 
and  clear  symbols  they  once  were  in  this  country.  Whether  or  not  the  con- 
clusion that  the  so-called  status  symbol  is  a  disappearing  entity  is  correct, 


■ 


the  existence  of  broader  consumption-based  stereotypes  is  an  assumption  in 
need  of  testing.   To  the  extent  that  consumption-based  stereotypes  do  exist 
and  we  invoke  them  in  forming  our  perceptions  of  and  actions  toward  others , 
clearly  this  is  a  phenomenon  of  sufficient  social  significance  to  warrant 
a  determined  research  effort. 

RELEVANT  THEORETICAL  PERSEPCTIVES 
One  need  not  go  as  far  back  in  the  literature  as  Veblen's  (1899)  familiar 
hypothesis  that  conspicuous  consumption  patterns  serve  to  communicate  and 
reinforce  social  class  distinctions,  to  be  able  to  find  theorizing  about  the 
effects  of  visable  consumption  patterns  on  inpression  formation.  More 
accurately,  there  is  much  recent  literature  on  the  intended  effects  of 
visable  consumption  on  impression  formation.  For  instance,  Goffman  (1959) 
has  spoken  of  the  use  of  products  and  services  as  "sign  equipment"  in  the 
attempt  to  create  a  particular  "personal  front"  to  present  to  others. 
Schlenker  (1978)  extended  these  notions  by  suggesting  that  we  employ  what- 
ever consumption  selections  we  believe  will  enhance  our  image  so  long  as  the 
projected  image  is  thought  to  be  credible  to  the  intended  "audience". 
Various  researchers  dealing  with  self  concepts  have  found  that  consumers 
apparently  intend  to  express  themselves  in  their  selections  of  a  great  many 
products  and  services.1  Cocanougher  and  Bruce  (1971)  demonstrated  that  our 
consumption  choices  may  also  sometimes  be  an  attempt  to  display  a  consumption 
stereotype  in  order  to  emulate  a  socially  distant  reference  group.  And 
several  researchers  have  extended  Brock's  (1968)  commodity  theory  into  a 
consumer  realm  and  found  that  scarcer  goods  are  more  valued  as  symbols 


lE.g.  Grubb  and  Grathwohl,  1967;  Birdwell,  1968;  Grubb  and  Hupp,  1968; 
Dolich,  1969;  Green,  et  al.  ,  1969;  Hamm  and  Cundiff,  1969;  Mason  and  Mayer, 
1970;  Grubb  and  Stern*  1971  ;  Ross,  1971;  Dornoff  and  Tatham,  1972;  Greeno, 
Sommers,  and  Kernan,  1973;  Landon,  1974;  Belch  and  Landon,  1977;  Schewe  and 
Dillon,  1978. 


presumably  intended  to  convey  status  or  uniqueness  to  the  consumer. 

It  will  be  noted  that  all  of  the  preceding  perspectives  have  focused  on 
determinants  of  a  consumer's  consumption  choices.  For  reasons  noted  earlier, 
the  present  focus  is  on  the  effect  of  these  consumption  choices  on  the  im- 
pressions observers  form  of  a  given  consumer.  To  date  there  have  been  only 
a  few  exploratory  studies  from  this  point  of  view.   There  are  however  two 
related  streams  of  research  which  are  relevant  to  this  focus.  One  is  the 
study  of  stereotypes,  including  their  formation,  veridicality ,  and  the  un- 
derlying cues  relied  upon  in  deciding  whether  a  given  individual  should  be 
considered  in  the  context  of  a  particular  stereotype.   The  other  is  the 
study  of  person  perception,  including  determinants  of  the  ability  to  ac- 
curately perceive  others ,  integration  of  person  attribute  cues ,  and  the 
effects  of  various  cue  presentation  formats.   While  the  hypotheses  and 
findings  in  these  areas  are  potentially  of  great  relevance  in  considering 
the  effects  of  visable  consumption  on  impression  formation,  these  research 
areas  have  almost  totally  ignored  consumption  cues  in  favor  of  other  cues 
such  as  lists  of  personality  traits,  the  stimulus  person's  sex,  and  various  ; 
physiognomic  features.   Since  the  procedure  in  mudh  of  this  research  has 
been  to  give  subjects  lists  of  stimulus  person  attributes  and  ask  them  to 
make  further  inferences  about  the  person,  these  findings  are  based  on  cues 
which  are  less  readily  observable  but  perhaps  more  directly  interpretable 
(i.e.  less  symbolic)  than  are  consumption  cues.  Therefore  it  is  far  from 


2Worchel,  Lee,  and  Adewole,  1975;  Szybillo,  1975;  Fromkin,  Olson,  Dipboye , 
and  Baraaby,  1971. 

3Holman,  1976;  Belk,  1977. 

^For  a  review,  see  Tajfel,  1969.  .=•-, 

5See  for  instance,  Tagiuri,  1969;  Warr  and  Knapper,  1965;  Huston  and 
Levinger,  1978. 


certain  that  the  processes  and  principles  governing  the  use  of  consumption 
cues  in  impression  formation  are  identical  to  those  which  apply  to  the  non- 
consumption  cues  which  have  been  studied. 

EFFECTS  OF  CUE  CONSISTENCY 

One  area  of  previous  research  of  particular  interest  in  the  present 
study  is  the  positive  effect  of  cue  consistency  on  ratings  of  liking  for  a 
stimulus  person.   The  underlying  theoretical  arguments  are  the  cognitive  con-..  •■ 
sistency  premise  that  inconsistency  is  unpleasant,  and  the  response 
generalization  premise  that  this  negative  affect  will  attach  to  the 
evaluation  of  the  stimulus  person  possessing  the  inconsistent  cues.  Prior 
research  has  introduced  inconsistency  by  providing  conflicting  adjectives 
to  describe  an  unseen  person  (e.g.  resourceful  and  helpless,  or  vigorous 
and  withdrawn)  and  has  obtained  evidence  that  subjects  evaluate  persons 
described  by  consistent  cues  more  favorably  providing  that  cue  patterns  are 
balanced  for  their  desireability  (e.g.  Anderson  and  Jacobson,  1965;  Hendrick, 
1972;  Kaplan,  1973).   If  this  finding  were  to  hold  when  the  cues  are 
visable  consumption  choices ,  it  would  mean  that  we  prefer  those  who  conform 
to  consistent  consumption-based  stereotypes  over  those  who  instead  show 
seemingly  inconsistent  consumption  patterns.  This  seems  plausible  and  is 
the  primary  hypothesis  which  motivated  the  present  study,  even  though  cue 
consistency  may  be  harder  to  detect  when  the  cues  are  visable  consumption 
choices. 

In  addition  to  the  ease  of  detecting  cue  inconsistency,  another  difference 
between  impression  formation  based  o:i   consumption  cues  and  impression  for- 
mation based  on  other  cues,  is  that  the  desireability  of  given  product  and 
service  choices  is  not  universal.   VJhile  most  people  would  agree  that  it  is 
more  desireable  to  be  resourceful  th.an  non-resourceful,  it  is  not  generally 


agreed  whether  it  is  more  desireable  to  own  a  luxury  car  or  a  sports  car, 

to  live  in  the  city  or  suburbs,  or  to  drink  beer  or  seotch..  However  by 

utilizing  an  extension  of  Byrne's  (1971)  similarity-attraction  paradigm, 

we  may  infer  that  people  expect  others  whom  they  like  to  share  a  preference 

for  the  products  and  services  which  they  themselves  own  or  aspire  to  own. 

There  is  in  fact  some  support  for  this  extension  of  Byrne's  hypothesis,  at 

least  when  the  others  are  also  similar  to  the  subject  in  other  respects 

(Belk,  1976).  Thus  a  secondary  hypothesis  guiding  the  present  research  is 

that  stimulus  persons  who  display  consumption  choices  similar  to  those  of 

the  subjects  will  be  evaluated  more  favorably  than  stimulus  persons  who 

display  consumption  choices  unlike  those  of  the  subjects. 

METHODS 

Design 

In  order  to  integrate  the  testing  of  the  consistency  preference 

hypothesis  and  the  similarity  preference  hypothesis ,  it  was  not  possible 

to  employ  a  completely  crossed  factorial  experimental  design.   This  is  due 

to  the  fact  that  if  subjects'  own  consumption  patterns  are  normally  seen  as 

consistent,  then  an  inconsistent  consumption  pattern  will  not  exist  which  is 

also  similar  to  subjects'  consumption  patterns.  Therefore  only  three  types 

of  consumption  patterns  were  sought: 

A  =  Consistent  and  similar  to  perceivers'  consumption  desires, 

B  =  Consistent  and  dissimilar  to  perceivers'  consumption  desires,  and 

C  =  Inconsistent  and  partially  dissimilar  to  perceivers'  consumption 
desires. 

The  degree  of  dissimilarity  in  condition  C  was  to  be  less  than  the  degree  of 

dissimilarity  in  condition  B  so  that  a  stronger  test  of  the  more  tenuous 

consistency  preference  hypothesis  would  be  provided.  The  predicted  order  of 


affect  toward  the  stimulus  persons  represented  by  these  three  types  of 
consumption  patterns  (to  be  called  persons  A,  B,  and  C)  then  become** 

A>B>C. 
Person  B  is  predicted  to  be  evaluated  more  favorably  than  person  C  due  to 
consistency  preference,  despite  the  fact  that  person  C's  consumption  is 
somewhat  more  similar  to  the  subjects'  consumption  than  is  person  B's. 
Nevertheless  the  dissimilarity  between  person  B's  consumption  and  the 
subjects'  consumption  is  the  basis  for  predicting  that  person  B  will  be 
evaluated  less  favorably  than  person  A.   It  is  in  this  sense  that  the.  ex-, 
periment  provides  a  strong  test  of  the  consistency  preference  hypothesis, 
since  this  consistency  effect  would  have  to  overpower  a  moderate  increment 
in  dissimilarity  in  order  to  be  supported  in  the  comparison  of  ratings  of 
persons  B  and  C. 
Pretests 

A  series  of  pretests  were  conducted  using  college  student  subjects 
similar  to  those  used  as  subjects  in  the  main  experiment.   The  major  pur- 
pose of  these  pretests  was  to  find  two  sets  of  four  products  each,  such  that: 

1.  One  set  was  perceived  to  be  representative  of  male  college  students 
similar  to  the  pretest  respondents6  and  the  other  set  was  perceived  to 
be  representative  of  an  older  male  college  graduate  who  has  become  es- 
tablished in  his  career. 

2.  The  products  in  each  set  were  consistent  in  the  sense  that  they 
were  perceived  as  likely  to  be  owned  by  someone  owing  any  of  the   other 
products  in  the  set,  but  unlikely  to  be  owned  by  someone  owning  any  of 
the  products  in  the  other  set. 

In  addition  to  seeking  two  consistent  product  sets  which  differed  in 

their  similarities  to  the  products  owned  by  the  student  subjects  of  the  pretest, 

these  guidelines  made  it  possible  to  form  mixes  of  products  drawn  from  the 


6Both  pretest  and  main  experiment  subjects  were  approximately^ 50  percent 
female.  As  in  the  main  experiment,  analyses  by  sex  showed  no  significant  dif- 
ferences . 


two  sets  which  would  then  be  perceived  as  inconsistent.   Thus  consistency 
was  operationalized  in  terms  of  the  likelihood  that  the  consumption  choices 
would  be  made  by  the  same  person,  as  perceived  by  college  student  subjects. 
After  several  pretests  with  a  total  of  40  different  products,  the  item  sets 
shown  in  Table  1  were  selected.   Set  1  formed  the  consistent/similar  set, 


TABLE  1 
PRETEST  RESULTS 
Backpack  Jeans  IQ-Speed  Softball  I  Suitcase  Slacks  TV  Scotch 


Jansport  Backpack 

Levi ' s  Jeans 

Peugeot  10-Speed 

Spalding  Softball 

Sampsonite  Leather 
Suitcase 

Lord  6  Taylor 
Slacks 

RCA  Color  TV 

J.W.  Red  Label 
Scotch 


Average  Correlation  in  Desires=.22 
Mean  Co-ownership  rating*=4.06 
ITEM  SET  1 


Average  Correlation  in  Desires=.03 

Mean  Co-ownership  Rating* =2 .80 
ITEM  SETS  3  &  4*** 


Average  'Desires  Correlation^ . 26 

Mean  Co-ownership  Rating* =3. 95 
ITEM  SET  2 


Mean  Desire  Score,""':=3.71 


Mean  Desire  Score*"=3.29 


*  l=Very  Unlikely. .. 5=Very  Likely 

**  l=Not  at  all  Appealing. .. 5=Very  Appealing;  Mean  ratings  of  Set  1 

and  Set  2  consumption  items  differs  according  to  correlated  means 

t-test  at  p=.01. 
***Set  3=Softball,  Slacks,  10-Speed,  Suitcase 

Set  4=Scotch,  Jeans,  TV,  Backpack 


set  2  formed  the  consistent/dissimilar  set,  and  sets  3  and  4  formed  the  in- 
consistent/partially dissimilar  sets.   Sets  3  and  4  are  comprised  of  two 
products  from  each  of  the  other  sets.   The  average  correlations  in  desires 
were  based  on  the  respondents'  desires  to  own  each  of  the  items  in  a  set. 


As  intended,  those  items  in  the  consistent  item  sets  (1  and  2)  had  positive 
and  significantly  correlated  desire  scores,  but  not  so  strong  that  these, 
products  could  be  viewed  as  complimentary  goods.   The  average  correlations 
between  pairs  where  one  item  was  drawn  from  set  1  and  one  from  set  2  was:  non- 
significant.  The  lack  of  a  negative  correlation  here  may  be  attributed  to 
the  fact  that  all  items  were  chosen  to  be  at  least  moderately  appealing  and 
to  the  existence  of  individual  differences  in  general  materialism  or 
acquisitiveness.   The  latter  traits  might  cause  those  that  rated  some  items 
as  very  appealing  to  also  rate  other  items  as  appealing.   The  mean  desire 
scores  for  the  two  sets  of  products  show  that  the  products  in  the  similar 
set  (1)  were  indeed  desired  by   subjects   significantly  more  than  those;  in 
the  dissimilar  set  (2).   However  both  sets  of  products  were  at  least  moderately 
appealing  to  these  subjects  as  intended.   Finally,  the  mean  co-ownership 
ratings  show  that  the  pairs  of  items  within  each  of  the  first  two  sets  were 
seen  as  very  likely  to  be  owned  by  the  same  person,  while  the  pairs  of  Items 
drawn  from  both  of  the  two  sets  were  seen  as  somewhat  unlikely  to  be  owned 
by  the  same  person.   While  the  items  in  sets  1  and  2  may  not  be  entirely 
balanced  in  such  characteristics  as  the  amount  of  activity  versus  passivity 
implied  by  their  use,  the  pretests  suggest  that  these  differences  are  in- 
separable aspects  of  the  lifestyles  implied  by  the  college  and  post-college 
consumption  stereotypes.   The  measures  shown  in  Table  1  were  also  collected 
in  the  main  experiment  as  a  manipulation  check.   The  results  of  these  checks 
were  comparable  to  those  shown  in  Table  1 . 
Procedure 

In  the  main  experiment  subjects  were  58  male  and  62  female  undergraduate 
business  students.  A  between-subjects  design  was  employed  with  a  total  of  30 
subjects  per  cell.   For  convenience  and  clarity  the  design  was  treated  as  a 


completely  randomized  design  with  4-  treatment  levels  rather  than  a  nested 
2x2  factorial  design.   Initial  analyses  showed  no  significant  effect  for 
subject  sex,  so  this  blocking  variable  is  ignored  in  subsequent  analysis. 

While  several  studies  described  by  Belk  (1977)  have  shown  some  rationale 
for  disguising  consumption  stereotype  experiments  by  presenting  consumption 
cues  as  lost  or  stolen  items  in  a  "detective  study"  format,  no  such  disguise 
was  employed  in  the  present  experiment.   It  was  reasoned  that  since  the  con- 
sumption items  employed  were  all  at  least  moderately  desireable,  that  the 
impressions  formed  would  also  tend  to  be  largely  positive.   As  such,  the  in- 
hibition against  expressing  a  negative  stereotype  should  not  be  a  problem. 
Pretests  and  debrief ings  supported  this  expectation  and  the  study  was  run 
without  an  elaborate  disguise  as  a  study  of  "interpersonal  insight".  Subjects 
received  a  consumption  profile  consisting  of  one  of  the  four  item  sets  and 
were  asked  to  describe  "Mr.  X"  who  owned  these  items,  as  best  they  could  in 
a  series  of  structured  questions. 

The  major  dependent  variables  were  derived  from  a  factor  analysis  of 
responses  to  the  15  stimulus  person  descriptors  shown  in  Table  2.   This  set 
of  descriptors  was  selected  based  on  Pervin's  (1976)  insightful  work  in 
eliciting  open-end  person  descriptions.   Each  potential  descriptor  was 
applied  by  the  subjects  to  the  stimulus  person  in  the  sentance ,  "Mr.  X  is 

"  and  rated  on  a  5-point  "strongly  disagree"  to  "strongly  agree"  response 

scale.   Factor  analyses  were  also  performed  separately  by  cell  and  separately 
for  males  and  females.   Since  these  analyses  never  failed  to  obtain  reasonable 
approximations  of  the  two  factors  shown  here,  the  more  stable  total  sample 
analysis  was  the  one  retained.  The  first  factor  (rotated)  is  clearly  affect 
toward  the  stimulus  person  being  rated.   This  was  taken  as  the  dependent 
variable  for  hypothesis  testing,  although  subsequent  tests  substituting  the 
simple  scores  on  variable  seven  lead  to  the  same  conclusions.   The  second 


10 


TABLE  2 
FACTOR  LOADINGS  ON  DESCRIPTIVE  CHARACTERISTICS 
(VARIMAX  ROTATION) 


FACTOR 


VARIABLE 

1.  Sophisticated 

2.  Impulsive 

3.  Knows  Self 

4.  Successful 

5.  Overweight 

6.  Aggressive 

7.  Person   I  Would  Like 

8.  Attractive  to  Women 

9.  Uninteresting 

10.  Outgoing 

11.  Serious 

12.  Obnoxious 

13.  Down-to-Earth 

14.  Kind 

15.  Pushy 


I ("Affect) 

II ("Dominance") 

.02 

.50 

-.12 

-.13 

.52 

.03 

.29 

.56 

-.32 

.24 

.36 

.07 

.69 

-.34 

.58 

-.15 

-.64 

.14 

.44 

-.09 

-.12 

.37 

-.17 

.19 

.47 

-.65 

.40 

-.37 

-.09 

.51 

factor  might  be  described  as  dominance,  success,  or  power.   Factor  scores  on 
both  variates  were  used  in  further  analysis  although  there  were  no  a  priori 
hypotheses  concerning  the  dominance  factor.   Several  other  dependent  measures 
were  obtained  including  estimations  of  the  stimulus  person's  demographic 
characteristics  and  judgements  of  how  the  stimulus  person  would  make  the 
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forced  consumption  choices  shown  in  Table  3.   It  was  reasoned  that  due  to 


A. 

(1) 

B. 

Cl) 

C. 

(1) 

D. 

(1) 

E. 

(1) 

F. 

(1) 

s. 

(1) 

H. 

(1) 

I. 

(1) 

J. 

(1) 

K. 

(1) 

L. 

(1) 

M. 

(1) 

N. 

(1) 

0. 

(1) 

P. 

(1) 

Watch  television 
Drive  a  nice  car 


TABLE  3 
LIFESTYLE  FORCED  CHOICES 

Versus   (2)  Go  to  a  party 
Versus   (2) 


Vacation  in  Wyoming 

An  insecure  job  at  high  pay 

Have  stylish  furniture 

Drive  a  luxury  car 

Buy  life  insurance 

Work  in  a  backyard  garden 

Go  to  a  topless  bar 

Spend  money  on  books 

Buy  a  speedboat 

Vote  Democratic 

Work  at  a  job  with  high  pay 
and  little  free  time 

Buy  a  10-speed  bicycle 

Have  no  children 

Own  a  motorcycle 


Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Versus 

(2) 

Live  in  a  nice  house 
or  apartment 

Vacation  in  the  Bahamas 

A  secure  job  at  low  pay 

Travel  for  pleasure 

Drive  a  sports  car 

Invest  in  the  stock  Market 

Play  pool 

Go  to  a  stage  play 

Spend  money  on  clothes 

Buy  a  canoe 

Vote  Republican 

Work  at  a  job  with  low  pay 
and  much  free  time 

Buy  a  microwave  oven 

Have  6  children 

Own  an  economy  car 


limited  time,  money  and  scope  of  consumption  interests,  people  do  make  such 
consumption  choice  tradeoffs.   The  data  were  intended  to  provide  additional 
depth  to  subjects'  descriptions  of  the  stimulus  person  by  probing  inferences 
about  his  lifestyle.   The  only  a  priori  hypothesis  was  that  these  attributed 
choices  would  differ  between  the  four  stimulus  person  consumption  patterns. 
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Following  the  subjects'  rating  of  the  stimulus  person,  they  also  provided 
self  descriptions  on  the  characteristics  on  which  the  stimulus  person  was 
rated  (except  for  the  lifestyle  forced  choices)  and  provided  the  data  for  the 
manipulation  checks.   The  self  descriptions  were  employed  in  supplimentary 
analyses  which  will  be  discussed  following  a  consideration  of  the  primary  results, 

RESULTS 

The  principal  hypothesis  tests  were  obtained  from  the  analysis  of  variance 
on  affect  factor  scores  summarized  in  Table  4.  As  hypothesized,  the  similar/ 
consistent  college  student  consumption  set  resulted  in  the  highest  affect  ratings , 

,   TABL£  5 

ANOVA  ON  AFFECT  FACTOR  SCORES 

Source  d.f .  Sum  of  Squares    F*      p 

Treatments  3         12.4        5.86   *.001  " 

Error  116         81.6 

Total  119         93.9 

Treatment  Means : 
Set  1  (Similar /Consistent)  =2.94 

Set  2  (Dissimilar/Consistent)  =2.01 

Set  3  (Mixed:  Softball,  Slacks,  10-Speed,  Suitcase)=2. 52 
Set  4  (Mixed:  Scotch,  Jeans,  TV,  Backpack)         =2.61 

Significant  Contrast s*  (Scheffe  S  Test): 

Set  1  >  Set  2  ^**    (Set  3  =  Set  4) 

Set  1  +  Set  2  y  Set  3  +  Set  4 
2*2 

*Joint  p  =  .05 


Ajr, 


\As  Predicted:     Set  1  >   Set  3    Opposite  Prediction:    Set  2  <  Set  3 

Set  1  >  Set  4  Set  2  <  Set  4 
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These  college  student  subjects  rate  someone  conforming  to  a  consistent 

college  student  consumption  stereotype  as  most  highly  liked.  The  "mixed" 

third  and  fourth  product  sets  were  evaluated  as  equally  well  liked,  also  as 

hypothesized.   However,  instead  of  the  dissimilar/consistent  set  resulting 

in  the  second  highest  affect  scores  as  predicted,  this  consistent  post-college  set 

was  evaluated  the  least  favorably  of  the  four  conditions.   Explanations  of 

this  departure  from  hypothesis  will  be  considered  shortly. 

Table  5  presents  the  results  of  the  analysis  of  variance  on  the  dominance 
factor  scores.  Although  there  were  no  apriori  hypotheses  here,  the  results 
are  readily  interpretable .   Both  consistent  product  sets  resulted  in  higher 
attributions  of  dominance  than  the  inconsistent  sets-.   It  appears  that  more 
ambiguous  (inconsistent)  consumption  patterns  are  attributed  to  consumers 
who  are  unable  or  unwilling  to  make  stereotypical  consumption  choices  and  are 
judged  to  be  ineffectual  as  a  result.   The  fact  that  the  dissimilar  (post- 
college)  set  of  products  also  led  to  higher  dominance  scores  than  the  similar 
(college)  set,  may  be  interpreted  to  be  a  function  of  age  or  life  experience. 
That  is,  a  stimulus  person  judged  to  be  older  and  more  experienced  may  also 
be  seen  as  more  dominant.   This  interpretation  is  supported  by  an  analysis 
of  the  estimated  ages  of  the  stimulus  person  showing  that  the  post-college 
stimulus  person's  mean  age  was  estimated  to  be  37.0  years  versus  26.2  years 
for  the  college  stimulus  person  consumption  profile. 

The  effect  of  the  four  treatment  levels  on  the  lifestyle  forced  choices 
is  summarized  in  Table  6.   Most  interesting  here  is  the  comparison  of  the 
choices  attributed  to  the  stimulus  person  with  the  college  student  consumption 
profile  (set  1)  versus  the  post-college  consumption  profile  (set  2).   It  may 
be  seen  that  the  consumption-evoked  stereotypes  of  these  two  consumers  differs 
greatly  and  in  ways  which  are  consistent  with  the  lifestyle  stereotypes  which 
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TABLE  5 
ANOVA  ON  DOMINANCE  FACTOR  SCORES 

Source  d.f .  Sum  of  Squares      F*      p 

Treatments  3         16.9         15.5     *.00l 

Error  116         42.0 

Total  119         58.9 

Treatment  Means : 
Set  1  (Similar /Consistent)  =  .81 

Set  2  (Dissimilar /Consistent)  =1.27 

Set  3  (Mixed:  Softball,  Slacks,  10-Speed,  Suitcase )=  .38 
Set  4  (Mixed:  Scotch,  Jeans,  TV,  Backpack)         =  .37 

Significant  Contrasts*  (Scheffe  S  Test): 

Set  2  >  Set  1 

Set  2  >  Set  3 

Set  2  >  Set  $ 

Set  1  >  Set  3 

Set  1  >  Set  4 
Set  1  +  Set  2  .  Set  3  +  Set  4 


'Joint  p  =  .05 


might  well  have  been  obtained  if  the  stimulus  cues  read  directly,  "college 
student"  and  "post  college".   These  results  also  demonstrate  that  the  im- 
pressions formed    based  on  the  visable  consumption  patterns  examined,  ex- 
tend well  beyond  the  general  affect  and  dominance  effects  and  include  dif- 
ferences in  expectations  regarding  specific  behaviors  by  the  stimulus  person. 
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TABLE  6 
SIGNIFICANT*  EFFECTS  OF  TREATMENTS  ON  FORCED  LIFESTYLE  CHOICES 


Set  l=Similar/Compatible 

Set  2=Dissiroilar/CompatabIe. 

Set  3=Mixed  (Softball,  Slacks,  10-Speed,  Suitcase) 

Set  4=Mixed  (Scotch,  Jeans,  TV,  Backpack) 


PROPORTION  OF  SET  PREFERING  DOMINANT  CHOICE 


CHOICE 

Vacation  in  Wyoming 
Vacation  in  the  Bahamas 

An  insecure  job  at  high  pay 
A  secure  job  at  low  pay 

Have  stylish  furniture 
Travel  for  pleasure 

Drive  a  luxury  car 
Drive  a  sports  car 

Work  in  a  backyard  garden 
Play  pool 

Go  to  a  topless  bar 
Go  to  a  stage  play 

Spend  money  on  books 
Spend  money  on  clothes 

Buy  a  speedboat 
Buy  a  canoe 

Vote  Democratic 
Vote  Republican 

High  pay  and  little  free  time 
Low  pay  and  much  free  time 

Buy  a  10-speed  bicycle 
Buy  a  microwave  oven 

*Via  Chi-square,  p=.05 


Set  1 

Set  2 

Set  3 

Set  4 

70.0% 

76.7% 

96.7% 

76.7% 

56.7 

93.3 

83.3 

83.3 

93.3 
60.0 

53.3 


60.0 


66.7 


73.3 


76.7 


80.0 


70.0 


90.0 


80.0 


53.3 


70.0 

70.0 

96.7 

73.3 
60.0 


66.7 

93.3 

90.0 

56.7 

100.0 

73.3 

53.3 

63.3 

63.3 

80.0 
96.7 

56.7 

63.3 

70.0 

56.7 

66.7 

96.7 

96.7 

83.3 


Some  additional  insight  into  the  similarity-attraction  hypothesis  may 
be  gained  from  examining  the  data  provided  by  subject  self  descriptions. 


Although  the  hypothesis  is  supported  by  the  greater  affect  scores  for  the 
similar/consistent  consumption  profile  than  for  the  dissimilar/consistent 
consumption  profile,  it  may  or  may  not  hold  when  extended  to  liking  of  the 
consumption  items  reportedly  owned  by  the  stimulus  person  across  all  treat- 
ment cells.   In  order  to  test  this  extension,  an  index  of  subject/stimulus 
person  similarity  was  constructed  by  taking  the  reciprocal  of  the  summed 
absolute  differences  between  a  subject's  ratings  of  the  stimulus  person  on 
the  15  attributes  shown  in  Table  2  and  this  subject's  self  description  on 
these  same  attributes.   This  similarity  index  was  then  correlated  with  an 
index  of  desire  for  the  items  the  stimulus  person  reportedly  consumed,  cal- 
culated as  the  sum  of  the  subject's  desire  ratings  (see  Table  1)  for  the 
four  items  in  the  profile  they  were  given.   The  resulting  correlation  coef- 
ficient was  a  significant  +.30,  lending  support  to  the  extended  hypothesis 
that  not  only  do  we  like  those  people  better  who  are  more  like  us,  but  we 
also  like  the  consumption  choices  of  these  people  better.  Due  to  the  nature 
of  the  data  underlying  the  similarity  index,  we  must  interpret  this  finding 
cautiously,  but  it  provides  tentative  support  for  the  premise  that  impressions 
of  people  affect  our  desire  for  products  associated  with  these  people. 

DISCUSSION 
Let  us  first  consider  the  conclusions  which  clearly  emerge  from  the 
study.   First  it  is  evident  that  we  like  those  who  like  the  things  we  do 
(i.e. who  consume  as  we  do).   Secondly,  those  who  display  consistent  con- 
sumption stereotypes  are  judged,  at  least  on  the  basis  of  first  impressions, 
as  more  dominant.   However  these  same  people  are  not  necessarily  liked  more. 
While  the  college  student  subjects  liked  those  who  consistently  consume  like 
college  students,  those  displaying  inconsistent  consumption  patterns  are  seen 
as  more  likeable  than  those  displaying  consistent  consumption  patterns  which 
are  dissimilar  to  the  college  students*  preferences  while  they  are  in  college. 
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Several  explanations  of  this  unexpected  finding  are  possible.   One 
intuitively  appealing  explanation  is  that  the  similarity  of  consumption 
patterns  to  those  preferred  by  the  perceiver  is  the  strongest  determinant 
of  liking  for  the  stimulus  person  and  a  compensatory  model  of  cue  integration 
is  utilized  in  processing  cues  which  differ  in  their  appeal  due  to  varying 
amounts  of  similarity  to  the  subject's  preferences.   In  this  explanation 
since  either  of  the  two  inconsistent  sets  contain  two  out  of  four  products 
which  are  similar  (appealing)  to  the  consumption  of  the  college  student 
sample,  these  sets  (and  their  owners)  are  more  attractive  than  the  consistent/ 
dissimilar  set  in  which  none  of  the  four  products  reflect  college  student 
consumption  preferences.   Norman  Anderson  (1971+)  provides  much  evidence  for 
such  a  cue  integration  model  in  studies  of  non-consumption  cues  in  impression 
formation.  It  will  be  noted  however  that  the  present  findings  with  dominance 
judgements  based  on  visable  consumption  cues  seem  to  support  a  non-compensatory 
cue  integration  model  in  which  the  consistency  of  the  total  cue  configuration 
affects  dominance  inferences. 

An  alternative  explanation  of  the  failure  of  the  consistency  hypothesis 
for  affect  judgements  has  to  do  with  the  life  cycle  stage  of  the  subjects. 
In  this  explanation  it  is  recognized  that  while  most  people  gradually  acquire 
new  roles  and  new  value  expressive  symbols  as  they  go  through  life,  college 
juniors  and  seniors  are  nearing  a  disruptive  transition  from  student  roles 
to  markedly  different  career  roles  and  perhaps  new  family  roles  as  well. 
Since  they  are  still  students,  the  consumption  items  which  are  most  similar 
to  college  student  consumption  patterns  are  still  the  most  attractive.   However 
because  they  can  soon  anticipate  a  transitional  stage  in  which  they  are 
shedding  old  symbols  and  acquiring  new  ones  which  are  more  appropriate  to  their 
change  in  roles,  the  mixed  (inconsistent)  consumption  set  is  the  next  most 
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attractive  to  them  and  results  in  the  next  highest  affect  scores  toward  the 
presumed  owner  of  these  items. 

While  the  difference  between  these  two  explanations  may  seem  subtle ,  it 
is  important  in  terms  of  understanding  the  effect  of  consumption  cue  consistency. 
The  two  explanations  should  be  able  to  be  tested  by  a  follow-up  study  which 
is  now  underway.   This  study  is  an  exact  replication  of  the  one  reported  here 
except  that  the  subjects  are  older  college  graduates  who  have  preferences 
most  favorable  to  the  products  in  set  2  (consistent/dissimilar   in  the  study 
reported  here).   Since  the  set  2  and  set  1  products  have  reversed  similarities 
for  this  subject  group,  the  prediction  under  either  of  the  ex  post  facto  ex- 
planations is  that  set  2  will  yield  higher  person  affect  than  will  set  1. 
Furthermore  if  the  compensatory  cue  integration  explanation  is  correct,  this 
group  should  once  again  judge  the  owners  of  the  mixed "sets  to  be  more  liked 
than  the  owner  of  the  set  1  products  which  will  then  be  consistent/dissimilar. 
However  since  these  older  subjects  do  not  anticipate  a  forthcoming  transitional 
life  cycle  stage  combining  college  and  post-college  symbols,  if  the  second 
explanation  is  instead  correct,  the  college  products  (set  1)  should  result 
in  stimulus  person  affect  no  different  than  that  from  the  mixed  sets.  Finally, 
if  it  were  to  be  found  that  college  products  (set  1)  result  in  stimulus  per- 
son affect  scores  second  only  to  the  non-college  set  (2)  for  the  new  subjects, 
it  would  suggest  a  more  complex  interaction  in  which  the  original  consistency 
hypothesis  and  the  transitional  hypothesis  are  both  valid  but  the  upcoming 
transition  of  the  college  student  subjects  masked  the  consistency  preference 
effect  in  the  present  study. 

In  addition  to  the  post-college  replication,  a  second  replication  is 
underway  using  college  student  subjects  in  an  effort  to  validate  the  present 
measurement  procedure.   This  is  being  done  through  a  reverse  validation  in 


which  the  mean  significant  person  attribute  scores  and  the  modal  significant 
lifestyle  choices  from  each  of  the  four  present  treatment  level  results  are 
given  to  four  new  samples  of  subjects.   These  subjects  are  then  asked  to  assess 
the  likelihood  that  the  person  described  owns  each  of  several  products,  in- 
cluding those  manipulated  in  the  present  experiment.   If  the  products  com- 
prising the  present  treatment  levels  can  be  retrieved,  this  will  support 
the  non-art if actual  existance  of  the  effects  detected  in  the  present  study. 
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